usually cruel, avaricious, treacherous, fanatical, superstitious, cowardly, corrupt, decadent, indolent, and authoritarian-a unique complex of pejoratives that historians from Spain came to call the Black Legend, la leyenda negra. 4 It mattered not, then, if Anglo Americans ever met a Spaniard or visited a Spanish-American colony. The Black Legend informed Anglo Americans' judgments about the political, economic, religious, and social forces that had shaped the Spanish provinces from Florida to California, as well as throughout the hemisphere. The intensity with which Anglos of the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries denigrated the Spanish past in North America, however, varied according to regional circumstances that distinguished southeastern America from southwestern America.
One circumstance that colored Anglo American attitudes toward Hispanics was racial mixture. In southeastern America, where little SpanishIndian blending had occurred, this was a moot issue. From Texas to California, on the other hand, Anglo Americans were shocked to meet a predominantly mestizo population. Through much of the nineteenth century, Anglo Americans generally regarded racial mixture as a violation of the laws of nature. Many would have subscribed to the views of Thomas Jefferson Farnham, a New England attorney who toured California in the 1840s, and observed that a child of racially different parents was condemned biologically to "a constitution less robust than that of either race from which he sprang." Racial mixture in California, Farnham suggested, had produced "an imbecile, pusillanimous, race of men ... unfit to control the destinies of that beautiful country."5 Another circumstance that shaped the depth of Anglo Americans' Hispanophobia was the degree to which they saw Hispanics as an obstacle to their ambitions. This issue, too, was of less importance in the Southeast than in the Southwest, for the Hispanic population of southeastern America was so sparse that it presented no threat, once Spain withdrew the last of its officials and troops in 1821. In the years immediately following U.S. acquisition of Louisiana and Florida, then, it served little purpose for How, then, are we to comprehend the Spanish frontier in North America? For those with an aversion to ambiguity or a strong need for absolute truth, the current answer is not comforting. There are many viewpoints, some of them contradictory and all of them valid, even if not of equal merit. This is not to deny the existence of an objective past, or our ability to ferret out data and documents about the past. The past itself, however, has ceased to exist. What remains of importance is only our understanding of it, and that understanding, as historian Peter Novick has squarely put it, "is in the mind of a human being or it is nowhere."68 Lacking omniscience and possessing only a partial record of the past, we humans reconstruct time and place in highly imperfect ways, recounting sto-ries that often tell us more about the teller than the tale.69 The Spanish past in North America, then, is not only what we have imagined it to be, but what we will continue to make of it. Like all historical terrain, the Spanish frontier seems destined to remain contested ground, transformed repeatedly in the historical imaginations of succeeding generations.
